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. URBAN POLITICS: SELECTED READINGS RELATED TO PLANNING
Joseph M, Heikoff

- : Graduate School of Public Affairs
State University of New York at Albany

Gaining Political Awareness

In order for individual urban planners and other professionals in
municipal bureaucracies to understand their place in the governmental

process and consciously shape their roles in it, they must have a realistic

awareness of the political dynamics of the community in which they operate,
It is the rare professional urban planner who makes a permanent, or even
a long-term, commitment to a particular community, Most planners are
Journeymen practitioners who move from one community to another, They are
drawn, during these days of shnrtage of qualified personnel, by wide open
opportunities for professional advan;;ment up the ladder of increasing
respoasiblity and financial reward. They are also often pushed by failure
to get their plans accepted and implemented by becoming identified with one
or another side in political controversy, or by being stranded among the
"outs' when a new administration comes into power. Those urban planners
who prefer to be mobile need a guide to understanding the individual
political character of the series of communities th{ough which they move,
On the other hand, those who become attached to a particular community
need to understand its political dynamics not only in order to play a
meaningful professional role, but also to survive the vagaries of political
conflict and change.

There may be excellent state and local planning and land use control
laws on the books, but this is no guarantee that the community will be

either attractive or functionally efficient, Regardless of the administrative

irrangement for plannlng, independent commission or department responsible
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to the chief executive, planning outcomes are determined by the nature of

. community politics, The successful uriban planner, like the successful mayor

or city manager, must understand the pal'itical forces operating in the
community and recognize the importance of individual and group special
interests in decision making.

There are two kinds of knowledge about community politics that the
urban planner needs to acquire., One kind consists of the facts about
particular circumstances of time, place, and personalities: who has been
elected or appointed to what office; whose politicel star is rising or
falling; who is working with or against whom; who has won or lost on what
1ssues, The urban planner needs this kind of information so that he can
follow the changing configurations of community power, understand how
local governmental decisions are made, and avoid becoming either a tool or
victim in the struggle for power,

This kind of knowledge cannot bé obtained from books, but ruther
from practical experience. The literature of government and politics can,
however, provide the urban planner with the second kind of knowledge about
community political dynamics, This consists of general propositions about
how disagreements arise, how protagonists of the issues interact, and the
rules and practices by which political and other institutions mediate them.
Banfield and Wilsun suggest that this kind of knowledge will help
professional people in the public service to "undersrand the setting in
which they work and tue constraints that the system imposes upon them
(so that they may) 'w.:rk more effectively and with less strain to themselves,
A city planner, for wvurumwle, may learn from the studv of city politics to
be more aware of the liuitations upon him and more tolerant of them, This

may help him tec make glans that are moure likely to be carried into effect.“1

P

Edward C, Banfield and James Q. Wilson, City Politics (Carbridge:
Harvard University Press, 1963), p. 3.
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For the urban planner who wishes to make a useful analysis of the
politics and governmental structure of the community in which he proposes
to help shape public decisions the important questions relate not only to
the course of individual political careers or events, but also to the role
of government in relation to the environmental, social, and economic
changes taking place in the community, He needs a more comprehensive
picture of local politics and government than can be obtained from casual
reading and interviewing., Fe needs a map of public affairs carefully
researched and systematically organized,

Understanding the nature of the community political systems will do
more for the urban planner than help him to influence the course of local
decision making or to survive the dangers of his expoéed position in the
crossfire between rival politicians contending for power, Political
awareness can also help him to acquirf a deéper insight into the planning
process itself, Every plan for community physical development has
allocative consequences., It is intended to change the existing pattern
of "who gets what' in terms of such values as development rights for
property, transportation access, quality of public services and facilities,
ard share in the tax bill presented to the community, Conscious of his
intent to reallocate these values, the urban planner may become more
sensitive to the political effect his proposals will have upon people with
different, and often conflicting, economic aad social interests. Because
planning does affect patterns of community land value and other value
allocation, it is not simply an objective technical exercise. It is an
integral part of the community political process.

The important points to look for in these readings are the concepts
political scientists have formulated, These will help to sort out the
elements that constitute what at first glance appears to be the confusing

political scene, The readings also point out the stakes that players have

o
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in the political game, the kinds of strategies they use, and the rules by
which they play. The influence that the nature of the governmental
structure and the particular economic, social, and demographic configuration
of the community have over the locus of power and the kinds of public
decisions that are made are also described,

Thes#e readings may be of interest to planning commissioners,
professionals in line departments who are responsible for program planning,
and political decision makers as well as to professional planners. They
are all parcicipants in the process of making policy and planning decisions.

Sometimes they even play, or attempt to play, each others' roles,

Editor's Note: The introduction to this bibliography is a modified version

of Chapter 1 of a work on Politics and Planning to be published by the
Bureau in the new year, This book will also include some selected readings
from the bibliography which are considered by the author to be the most
relevant,

Permission is hereby granted for the Council to publish Urban Politics

provided that due acknowledgement is given to the Bureau under whose
sponsorship sections of it were prepared,

Eric C, Freund

Director, Bureau of Urban and Regional
Planning Research

University of Illinois, Urbana
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